This paper reported on a study of using blogs as out-of-class assignments for the development of learners' writing competence. There were 36 students of English majors from an intact second language (L2) writing class participating in this study. A mixed method design was employed to obtain both quantitative and qualitative data. The results showed that blog-based peer feedback had a statistically significant positive correlation with learners' motivation, collaboration, and course satisfaction. The findings also revealed that the feedback was conducive to learners' self-reflection and self-confidence in L2 writing and could give rise to an enhanced L2 writing experience. The study concludes that group collaborative writing via blogging can not only encourage collaboration and self-reflection but also engage learners in noticing and co-construction of knowledge. Pedagogical implications and challenges are addressed and suggestions for future research are advanced.
Introduction
The use of weblogs, more commonly known as blogs, for social communication has been growing in popularity in recent years across the globe. The number of blog users is increasing at an exponential rate each year. Take the case of China. By the end of December 2011, the total number of blog users had climbed to 319 million, an increase of 8.2% for the same time period in 2010 (Tencent IT, 2012) . The active users of micro-blogs arrived at 254 million in 2011, an increase of 150.7% over 2010 (NetEase Tech, 2012) . Chinese netizens are taking advantage of this novel form of communication to enjoy freedom of speech, to a larger extent, and blogs have become a crucially important avenue for the netizens to express their own views about personal interests, politics, and social issues. The same phenomenal growth of blogging can also be seen elsewhere. For instance, in the United States, an estimated number of blog readers reached 122.6 million in 2011, with a 2.5% increase over the previous year (Reese, 2012) . In South Korea, most of the Internet users (89.7%) were social networking service (SNS) users, and more than 70% of these SNS users used blogs in 2011, which accounted for 84.0% of the respondents surveyed (Korea Internet & Security Agency, 2012) . Obviously blogging has, at least to some extent, become part of social life for people in the digital era, without the demarcation of physical boundaries, social ideologies, race, and complexion.
In the educational sphere blogs have been explored for promoting teaching and learning (Brescia & Miller, 2006; Ellison & Wu, 2008) . Kim (2008) found that blogs are advantageous over traditional computer-mediated communication (CMC) applications in terms of their affordances of interactivity, openness, visualization, and decentralization. A vast multitude of other studies (e.g., Churchill, 2009; Glogoff, 2007; Halic, Lee, Paulus & Spence, 2010; Huck, 2007; Kang, Bonk, & Kim, 2011; Yang, 2009; Williams & Jacobs, 2004) have also acknowledged the educational advantages of integrating such a social media tool into the curriculum. For instance Makri and Kynigos (2007) investigated blogs applied in a graduate course. Their findings reveal that blogs can encourage reflection and interaction. The findings have been echoed by a number of other researchers. Williams and Jacobs (2004) also concluded that "blogs have the potential, at least, to be a truly transformational technology in that they provide students with a high level of autonomy while simultaneously providing opportunity for greater interaction with peers" (p. 145). The findings of Top's (2012) study "approved blogging as social media for learning about [learners themselves] and developing interactive connections with others" (p. 28). In her qualitative study of the educational affordances of blogs, Robertson (2011) found that "the blogs enabled students to express their emotional experiences of learning and to exchange social and cognitive support with their peers" (p. 1643). Thus it can be seen that blogs are of great value to enhance teaching and learning (Chu, Chan, & Tiwari, 2012) .
In language learning and teaching, previous research demonstrated that blogging can promote interaction (Ducate & Lomicka, 2005; Miceli, Murray, & Kennedy, 2010; Trajtemberg & Yiakoumetti, 2011) . Also, it can lend support to L2 learning in terms of enabling students to learn autonomously and collaboratively (Amir, Ismail, & Hussin, 2011; Baggetun and Wasson, 2006; Bhattacharya & Chauhan, 2010; Bakar, 2009; Godwin-Jones, 2003; Warlick, 2005) , and to be motivated (Amir, et al., 2011; Bakar & Ismail, 2009) , as well as to develop learner confidence (Bakar, 2009; Bakar, Latif, & Ya'acob, 2010) . It allows students to focus more on meaning than on form and "increases student interest, motivation and confidence in writing" (Noytim, 2010 (Noytim, , p. 1131 ) and therefore holds great potential for L2 learning (Warschauer, 2010) .
Most of the previous studies on the use of blogs in L2 learning to date are focused on the impact of interactions on language learning (e.g., Bakar, 2009) , linguistic characteristics of feedback in L2 writing (Wang, 2009) , facilitation of peer feedback through blogs (Dippold, 2009 ), development of language competence (Lee, 2010) and intercultural competence (Elola & Oskoz, 2008) , as well as pedagogical roles of blogs (Murray & Hourigan, 2008) and pedagogical effectiveness (Freeman & Brett, 2012) . Although numerous studies have demonstrated that blogging can give rise to motivation (Hsu & Wang, 2010; Lee, 2010; Sun, 2009 ) and collaboration (Freeman & Brett, 2012; Godwin-Jones, 2003) , few studies have ever centred on whether blog-mediated peer feedback in L2 writing can make any impact on these attitudinal constructs.
The aim of this study was to investigate the pedagogical affordances of readily available social blogs for L2 collaborative writing and to explore the innovative ways of integrating the Web 2.0 technology into the L2 writing curriculum. This was attempted to be achieved through an investigation of how blog-mediated peer feedback relates to learners' perceptions about their experience in an L2 writing course.
Theoretical framework Peer feedback and L2 writing
Peer feedback in L2 writing refers to information provided by peers to inform, influence, or modify their partners' cognition and/or writing practices, which is intended to aid in enhancing their peers' performance in writing. It is used interchangeably with peer review, peer evaluation, and peer assessments (Gielen, Peeters, Dochy, Onghena, & Struyven, 2010; Wasson & Vold, in press) and thus can be regarded as a salient feature of part of the formative assessment approach (Gielen, et al., 2010) and part of the process writing approach (Jacobs, Curtis, Braine, & Wang, 1998) . Peer feedback is one of the components of social constructive learning (Vygotsky, 1962 (Vygotsky, , 1978 of writing, which manifests itself in collaboratively providing and responding to peers' written comments or feedback. It offers L2 learners an opportunity to use target language in a meaningful way (Krashen, 1982) , foster audience awareness (Zamel, 1982) , develop writer confidence (Leki, 1990) , and engage in negotiation of meaning and interaction (De Guerrero & Villamil, 2000; Mendonca & Johnson, 1994) . Therefore through peer feedback students learn from each other and grow together in the journey of their L2 learning.
A cohort of studies show that peer feedback can contribute to L2 writing development. For instance Tsui and Ng's (2000) study showed that peer feedback could enhance a sense of audience, raise an awareness of the problems of their own writing, encourage collaborative learning in terms of learning from each other and gaining mutual support, as well as foster a sense of ownership of what they have written. It allows learners to reflect on the quality of their writing from the perspective of their peers (Paulus, 1999) . When students offer feedback on their peers' writing it also gives feedback providers an opportunity to critically self-evaluate their own writing, which helps improve the writing of their own (Lundstrom & Baker, 2009 ). Yang, Badger and Yu's (2006) comparative study of teacher and peer feedback in a Chinese, English as a foreign language (EFL) writing class reveals that peer feedback can give rise to the improvement of writing at the meaning level while teacher feedback at the form level. Also their study shows that peer feedback is more successful in bringing about more effective revisions than teacher feedback due to the fact that the former involves more of negotiation of meaning between peers, which can lead to enhancement of L2 learning (Doughty & Long, 2003) .
Learner attitudes and L2 acquisition
L2 learners have diverse attitudes towards issues related to the learning of an L2 language (Ellis, 1994) . Their attitudes can have impact on the language proficiency level that they intend to achieve (Gardner, Moorcroft, & Metforda, 1989) . Learners with positive attitudes are more likely to achieve better success than those with negative attitudes towards the learning of the L2 language (Dörnyei, 1994; Feenstra, 1967; Gardner, 1960; Gardner & Lambert, 1959; Lambert, Gardner, Olton, & Tunstall, 1968; Svanes, 1988) . When their attitudes are positive, they are more inclined to become motivated to learn the language and accordingly more willing to dedicate more time and effort to the learning endeavor (Culhane, 2004; Gardner, 1968; Gardner, Masgoret, & Tremblay, 1999) , as well as more behaviourally, cognitively, and affectively engaged in learning the L2 (Gardner, 2007) .
For example, in their comparative study, Scott, Bell, and McCallum (2009) found that students who were less positive about L2 learning performed more poorly than those who were more positive even though both groups of the students wanted to learn the target language well. The reason is that attitudes can indirectly affect language performance through motivation (Gardner, Lalonde, Moorcroft, & Evers, 1987) . This has been considered one of the potent factors in L2 learning (Dixon et al., 2012; Gardner, 1968; Lambert, Gardner, Olton, & Tunstall, 1968) .
Research questions
The purpose of this study is twofold. First, the study attempts to examine whether blog-mediated peer feedback can enhance learners' L2 writing experience. Second, it is intended to explore the pedagogical challenges of integrating freely available blogs into the L2 writing curriculum. Specifically, the following three questions are addressed to guide this inquiry:
1. Does blog-mediated peer feedback relate to learners' motivation, collaboration, and course satisfaction? 2. Is such feedback a pedagogical enabler of an enhanced L2 writing experience? 3. What are the pedagogical challenges of blog-mediated collaborative L2 writing?
Methodology Participants
Participants (n=40) were sophomore students of English majors from an intact L2 writing class in the same school at a university located in a metropolitan city in North China. They took a semester-long writing course on a weekly basis. As the course enrollment was dependent upon students' voluntary selection according to the university's instructional policies, the participants were not familiar with each other in this writing class when they met each other initially. Their initial in-class collaboration demonstrated that they were not active and remained less collaborative. At the time of data collection, two of them were absent from the class session, and two others failed to provide complete information in the questionnaire survey. As a result, the quantitative data for analysis only included the data valid from the It has been a common phenomenon that female students outnumber their male counterparts in L2 classes in China. This was also true of this study. There were more female participants (n=30), accounting for 83.3% of the total, than their male counterparts (n=6), making up 16.7%. They were taught by the same instructor researcher in the required English writing course to learn about the fundamentals of essay writing in a traditional classroom environment once a week. Beyond the class sessions, they performed blog-mediated collaborative writing tasks in small groups.
Instruments

Questionnaire
The questionnaire was adapted from dozens of other studies with five thematic constructs: feedback (Strijbos, Narciss, & Dünnebier, 2010) , motivation (Nie & Lau, 2010) , collaboration (Stump, Hilperta, Husman, Chung, & Kim, 2011) , and course satisfaction (Lee, Srinivasan, Trail, Lewis, & Lopez, 2011) . All of the constructs were measured through the use of 5-point Likert-type scales (1=completely disagree; 5=completely agree). The internal consistency for all dimensions of the constructs in the questionnaire was fairly good (Cronbach's Alpha=.874). The questionnaire fell into two parts: Part I was intended to collect quantitative data and Part II took an open-ended form, which aimed at collecting qualitative data. A sample of the constructs in Part I is given as follows: 
Semi-structured interviews
Two separate independent semi-structured focus interviews were conducted to make an in-depth exploration of what was going on in the course of the participants' performance of the writing tasks, behind the numbers revealed from the quantitative data. Semi-structured interviews make it possible for "the interviewer to begin with an established set of questions but also to deviate from those questions in order to probe more thoroughly into helpful and interesting responses" (Grady, 1998, p. 20) .
According to Crowther and Lancaster (2009) , "[f]ocus groups are particularly useful for exploring attitudes, perceptions and feelings about a topic" (p. 149). The participants were interviewed in such a fashion so as to enable the researcher to be more flexible to have the questions centered around "pre-determined issues and topics, but not in a rigid manner or necessarily in a rigid manner" (Crowther & Lancaster, 2009, p. 147) . Interviewing the participants in such a fashion also allows the researcher to address the issues or areas "that appear promising from the point of view of providing rich data and/or additional insights" (Crowther & Lancaster, 2009, p. 147 ).
The participants interviewed were randomly chosen from the intact class, and there were four or five participants in each interview. The number of the interviews was determined by whether additional interviewees could cast more light on the research questions. In other words, the interviews were terminated after a second group of participants consistently gave similar responses.
The interview questions centered on the research problem, which concerned the relationship of blog-mediated peer feedback with the five constructs covered in the questionnaire survey. An example question set was: "Does peer feedback have any impact on your motivation to complete the writing task? If it does, how? If it doesn't, why not?" Artifacts Data also included the participants' artifacts or completed written assignments on their blogs. The artifacts included completed drafts of the essays and feedback on the revisions of their peers' drafts. Such data were used to identify the participants' immediacy of peer collaboration in terms of timeliness of responding to their peers' completed written assignments. In addition, they were used to identify the types of feedback and the effectiveness of blog-mediated collaboration in helping their peers' to improve their writing.
Data collection
The participants were divided into groups of three or four to participate in inside-of-class activities and to complete outside-of-class essay writing assignments via freely available blogs. They were recommended by the instructor researcher to register on sina.com, which boasts of the largest user population in China and many dignitaries and businesses as well as educational institutions make their online presence for publicity or promotional purposes. They were later informed of one another's blog addresses in the same group so that they could locate their peers' essays and provide feedback on them.
The participants performed two blog-mediated writing tasks in the course of the lecture period. One was a one-paragraph essay titled "The most important reason to love UIBE", and the other a five-paragraph essay titled "Is copycat economy a good thing for China?" The number of the words in each essay was restricted respectively. They were given the topic of the first task on the fifth week of the semester after they were taught the fundamentals of one-paragraph essay writing. Before the participants embarked on the tasks, they were notified of the guidelines for giving feedback as follows:
Read They were required to submit the first draft of the essay by posting it on their own blog by a deadline within a week-long period. Also, they were required to respond to their peers' drafts by offering feedback on the drafts through their peers' blogs as soon as they could, and the peers who received feedback were expected to respond to the feedback providers as soon as they could. Then the participants were required to make corrections based on their peer feedback as well as the instructor's feedback, which was given to each participant after the group had completed the requirements. Finally the instructor made comments on some of the participants' better essays and the effective feedback provided by some of the participants in part of a class session. Such comments were intended to guide the students to critically read their peers' essays and provide effective feedback.
In the course of the one-paragraph essay writing, providing feedback, and making corrections, the participants were taught how to write a five-paragraph essay in class. After the module for five-paragraph essay writing was completed, the students were required to complete a five-paragraph essay with the same requirements for the one-paragraph essay writing task, namely submitting the essay by posting it on their own blog and providing feedback on their peers' essays on their peers' blogs and making corrections on their own blog as soon as they could based on the following feedback guidelines while the teaching of longer essays was under way in class:
Please read your peers' essays carefully and give feedback on them from the following perspectives (adapted from Bailey & Powell, 2008) The instructor researcher then made comments on some of exemplary essays and peer feedback in a session and administered the questionnaire to the students at the end of the session, which was followed on the same day by two focus interviews.
Data analysis
There were two types of data in this study; quantitative and qualitative. The quantitative data were first analyzed by descriptive statistics (e.g., mean and SD) via PASW Statistics 18.0, which is a statistical analysis software application. Then the Pearson Product-Moment Correlation was run to determine the respective relationship of blog-mediated peer feedback with learners' motivation, collaboration, and course satisfaction.
The qualitative interview and open-ended questionnaire survey data were processed according to Zhang's (2013) study. The data were first classified into themes with the help of the NVivo 7 qualitative analysis software by segmenting and coding the text into categories that corresponded to the focus questions. The identified themes were utilised to be supplemented with the quantitative data in the analysis.
Results and discussion
The participants' attitudinal perceptions of blog-mediated collaborative L2 writing Table 1 revealed that the participants had positive perceptions of the role of blogs in L2 writing. They believed that they were better motivated (mean=4.174, SD=.499) and more collaborative (mean=3.661, SD=.701) in the course of writing activities. Also they were satisfied with the course (mean=3.686, SD=.523). The results showed that the mean scores of the participants' attitudinal perceptions were all well above the benchmark (mean=3), indicating that the teaching and learning of collaborative L2 writing via blogs was pedagogically intriguing and beneficial. The findings of this study are in line with those of previous studies. First, blogging is motivating (mean=4.174, SD=.499) for L2 learners of writing (Amir, et al., 2011; Bakar & Ismail, 2009; Hsu & Wang, 2010; Lee, 2010; Sun, 2009) . As Trajtemberg & Yiakoumetti (2011) pointed out, "[b] logs assist in motivating learners to use language for real communicative purposes and to write in English in ways that they have not previously experienced" (p. 9). Also, blogging can enhance collaboration (Freeman & Brett, 2012; Godwin-Jones, 2003) though outliers might have existed among the participants (mean=3.661, SD=.701). Moreover, blogging can enable L2 learners to learn in an interactive manner (Ducate & Lomicka, 2005; Miceli, et al., 2010) . Such affordances of blogging were also recognized by the interviewees as follows:
Blogs are an open-ended platform, where people can read and comment on what I've written anytime and anywhere. I have to work hard on the writing task seriously and to produce better essays just because my peers in the same group and beyond may read my essays. Also, I have to complete my writing tasks as soon as I can so that I won't hinder the progress of collaborative writing as a group. (Carol, interview excerpts)
The teaching and learning of L2 writing with this technology is in effect an accommodation of life and learning styles of the students of the digital generation. They are comfortable with emerging technologies and expose themselves to these technologies, especially those related to social communication, largely on a somewhat regular basis. When pedagogical innovations in transforming learning and teaching with these technologies relate to their routine life, it is likely that they can embrace them in a self-driven manner. Obviously, the findings reveal that the integration of the blog technology can have enormous potential for transforming the teaching and learning L2 writing in terms of enhanced motivation, collaboration, and course satisfaction.
The relationship of blog-mediated peer feedback with the participants' attitudinal perceptions
Blog-mediated peer feedback is conducive to an enhanced L2 writing experience. According to the questionnaire survey, the participants held that blog-mediated peer feedback is significantly positively correlated with learner motivation (r=.450, p<.01), collaboration (r=.561, p<.01), and satisfaction with the writing course (r=.487, p<.01) (See Table 2 ). .487** .003 ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Peer feedback mediated through blogs is immediately available to bloggers, and can be accessed anytime and anywhere. Such immediacy motivated the learners to perform and complete their writing tasks as quickly as they could, to share their work with others. In the meantime they also expected their peers to offer feedback on their work in a similar fashion.
After finishing my work, I'm always eager to see others' comments on my blog. I do enjoy the collaboration. Sometimes, I feel that those comments are kinds of motivation for me to write something.
(Sarah, open-ended questionnaire survey data) Peer feedback is taken as evidence of attention from the intended readers. Such attention becomes sources of motivation. The participants tended to attract and maintain the attention of their peers by performing the tasks diligently.
If I have received feedback from my peers, I'll think that they have really read my essay. Knowing that, I'll have the motivation to write more and more, and I don't want to let me down.
(Lisa, open-ended questionnaire survey data) Moreover, protecting one's face is another source of motivation. The Chinese are obsessed with face. Protecting one's own face in a group setting has been critical for the people of this culture in all contexts. The same is true of the students in this collaborative writing scenario. As the feedback was displayed on blogs publicly, at least in this case, the participants were psychologically motivated and meta-cognitively aware of the role of the quality of their essays in the protection of their face. Posting their essays on blogs was perceived as displaying their face to the public. That is to say, their posted essays can lead to either loss of face or gain of face. Thus, to seek positive peer feedback becomes one of the ways to protect face. In order to achieve the goal, the participants had to work hard to write better essays so that they could best present themselves and receive positive peer feedback.
In order to convey a better impression of me among my peers and avoid losing face, I wanted to try my best to write in order to get positive feedback.
(Julie, open-ended questionnaire survey data) With regard to collaboration, blog-mediated peer feedback allows the peers to get acquainted with each other, to inform each other, and to accomplish the goal together. The feedback is viewed as a bridge that connects and cements the relationship of the peers. Such a form of collaboration enabled them to free themselves from spatial and temporal constraints, leading to favorable milieu for the learning of collaborative L2 writing.
Blog-mediated collaborative writing gives me an opportunity to know more of my classmates and allows me to enhance my participation in inside-of-class activities. I feel that I'm truly a member of the class. This is different from other classes, where I just want to get course credits without active participation. Learning writing in this class enhances my presence in class. (Sally, interview excerpts) Giving feedback to each other's work makes me feel strongly that we are a group, and that we are working together to work out better essays. That feeling is awesome.
(Victoria, open-ended questionnaire survey data)
The correlations between blog-mediated peer feedback and participants' satisfaction with this course are manifested by the dynamics of their collaboration and the blended nature of the course. In this writing course, the students collaborated with each other both inside of class in group discussions, and outside of class through feedback on their peers' written work. Specifically, when they were in class, they were involved in collaboration with each other as a group to solve writing problems with the writing skills they had learned. When they were outside of class, they were engaged in collaborative writing in terms of helping each other improve their essays through completing their writing tasks via their individual blogs and providing peer feedback via their peers' blogs. The blending of physical classroom-based learning of L2 writing in regular class sessions and blog-mediated interaction and collaboration outside of the sessions aids in enhancing the participants' motivation, collaboration, and course satisfaction.
When we completed the collaborative writing assignments, we (peers) could help each other through feedback. This enabled me to learn a lot from my peers, and I felt very delighted. With such mood, I was pretty enthusiastic about this writing course. (Susan, interview excerpts) Although the students did not find it a new experience to write blogs, they did find it fun and pedagogically motivating and virtually more convenient to collaborate with each other with such a Web 2.0 technology integrated into the writing curriculum.
Collaborative writing via blogs is no longer simply completing a writing task and submitting the completed work. It allows my peers to find the shining points of my essay, which is motivating and helps me to develop my confidence. Also, it allows me to witness the process of my progress in writing. (Sarah, interview excerpts) Also, as was found out by previous studies such as Yang (2009) and Makri & Kynigos (2007) , peer feedback encourages self-reflection on their work. To some extent, writing does not mean completing and submitting a draft in order to earn a score for a course credit, but it means more of a self-reflection process, during which L2 writers are made noticeable of their zone of proximal development defined by Foster and Ohta (2005) as "the distance between the actual development level as determined by individual linguistic production, and the level of potential development as determined through language produced collaboratively with a teacher or peer" (p. 144).
We generally can't identify the mistakes we have made in our writing. My peers' feedback gives me an opportunity of knowing where I'm wrong and why I'm wrong. That encourages my self-reflection of my writing. (Sally, interview excerpts) To summarize, both the quantitative and qualitative data show that the participants have gained a rewarding experience of learning L2 writing when they are engaged in blog-mediated collaborative writing activities. They have become more motivated and collaborative due to the novel form of course delivery and the convenience afforded by the technology. Also peer feedback is regarded as being helpful to build friendship among peers, to complement with peers' writing skills, to encourage collaboration, to boost confidence in writing, and to facilitate critical self-reflection.
Blog-mediated peer feedback and learners' L2 writing experience
It is apparent that blog-mediated peer feedback has helped give rise to an enhanced learner experience of L2 writing in many ways. To begin with, such an experience originates from the free access to this blog service. Blogs provide an ideal platform for the teaching and learning of L2 writing, and they are made available to both instructional practitioners and students involved, free of any financial costs. As Chinese college students normally live in campus dormitories and are not provided with free access to international Internet services (Zhang, 2013) , the blog service, which is hosted in mainland China, can relieve the students of financial difficulty in accessing the service. Therefore such availability enables them to harness the technology for a novel L2 learning experience.
Peer feedback makes the cognitive gap more noticeable. After students have completed their essays, they are incapable of identifying the mistakes that may have existed in their essay. Through feedback, they are informed of and able to notice the weaknesses of their essays and how they can improve them. Such noticing is essential to effective L2 acquisition, especially to the acquisition of L2 forms (Mackey, 2006) .
Peer feedback provides a multidimensional perspective of essay writing. In L2 writing, peer feedback can not only make linguistic forms salient to feedback recipients but also broaden their perspectives in terms of how a particular problem can be effectively addressed. Such an affordance helps extend the breadth and depth of their writing, which can eventually give rise to the building of a community of experts.
In addition, peer feedback increases social presence. When the students are preparing their essays, they tend to think that their peers are waiting to read their essays while composing their own essays. After they have completed their essays and have had them posted on their blogs, they believe that their peers will show up on their blogs in terms of reading their essays and providing feedback on them. When students receive peer feedback, they tend to believe that their peers will be there, namely on their blogs, and respond to their essays with comments. Therefore, they tend to wait for their feedback and revise their essays based on the feedback they have received. Then they expect their peers to provide further feedback. Such interaction and social presence can give rise to a community of practice.
Furthermore, peer feedback leads to more attention directed to the instructor inside of class and to an enhanced quality of writing outside of class. Due to the fact that writing assignments are associated with course content, students have to be attentive in class if they are capable of offering relevant and constructive feedback or if they are able to make a critical and thorough evaluation of their peers' work. What's more, peer feedback, which is one of the ways to protect one's face, is a driving force of enabling learners to work diligently beyond lecture sessions. They work hard to yield a more impressive essay and to deliver a responsive and better-targeted support in terms of metalinguistic knowledge and writing skills covered in the lectures. With these endeavours, learners are able to make good use of both inside-of-class and outside-of-class time.
Finally, peer feedback is conducive to the establishment of an engaging milieu inside of class for the students. The students did not know each other at the time when they took the course. When they performed in-class activities, active interaction among the peers was absent in class. After they carried out blog-mediated collaborative writing activities via feedback, they got to know each other and established strong peer-to-peer relationships. Such relationships have exerted considerable impact on peer engagement in in-class activities and become an enabler of working collaboratively with their peers inside of class in a proactive fashion.
In summary, blog-mediated peer feedback contributes to social presence and confidence building and gives rise to the creation of the zone of proximal development. Such affordances can help peer learners to have an enjoyable and fruitful experience.
Pedagogical challenges of collaborative L2 writing via freely available social blogs
Even though blog services are freely available, it does not mean that they can be used effectively for the teaching and learning of L2 writing without taking the challenges into consideration. In effect, there are a number of pedagogical challenges that need to be addressed head-on before learning effectiveness can take place.
First, the choice of blog services is critical. Some of the blogs are more technically reliable and suitable for such an educational endeavor than others. As stated, college students in China normally live on campus and they do not have free access to international Internet services. Ideally, it may still be better to utilise free blog services that are provided by blog providers in English-speaking countries, as the blog interface is designed in the target language, and the students may feel more comfortable with it. However, the access to those blogs could be problematic for a large majority, if not all, of the students unless they are willing to purchase the Internet access service at their own expense or at the expenses of the institutions where they study. Therefore choosing a blog that is accessible to all in whatever way should be the chosen strategy. Some of the blog services require registration before users can make comments on others' blog posts. This could be troublesome due to the fact that users have to remember dozens of blog addresses as well as usernames and passwords, otherwise access to the blogs could become impossible. Moreover, posts may be deleted on some blogs by blog administrators indiscriminately and without providing a reason. Some blogs may impose severe restriction on politically sensitive words; as is the case in China. After students have posted their written work on their blogs, unknown to them, their posts may be deleted by a blog administrator due to the fact that their blogs may have contained words under censorship. Such deletion is very discouraging for the unfortunate students because it can disrupt the collaborative process of a group when their peers fail to locate their essays and are unable to provide feedback. In the meantime, the students also feel frustrated when some of the words are blocked from being posted. Therefore all of these technical issues, not excluding others, need to be addressed well before pedagogical strategies are considered.
Second, maintaining the effectiveness of peer feedback matters. Peers are not teachers, and it is the teachers who are more capable of knowing how to help students become better writers (Carson & Nelson, 1996; Nelson & Carson, 1998; Yang et al., 2006) . However, that does not mean that L2 learners of writing are unable to benefit from peer feedback at all. When the requirements of blog-mediated writing tasks are less specific and explicit, peer feedback may take many forms. Consequently some peers may offer constructive feedback on the weaknesses of their peers' essays while others may miss the target altogether. In order to enhance feedback effectiveness, the instructor needs to make it clear to the students what is expected to be achieved at the end of a collaborative learning activity. An optimal strategy is that the students are provided with a feedback outline, coupled with an example, demonstrating what effective feedback is and how that can be done effectively in a brief session at the outset. In so doing, effective peer feedback can be largely ensured.
Finally, teacher workload is a growing concern. After the students have collaboratively worked on an essay via blogs, they expect comments from their peers. Meanwhile, as the interviewees revealed, they also expect the teacher's attention to what they have produced. This suggests that the teacher may have to maintain constant attention to how well the students have been progressing in the course of the students' blog-mediated writing activities in terms of the essay completed, peer feedback, and revision. In this way the students may become more motivated and engaged. However due to an increasing workload of teaching and research, it is particularly challenging for the instructor, who is already burdened with routine obligations, to perform other duties beyond his or her regular work schedule.
Pedagogical implications
The integration of blogs into the L2 writing curriculum allows learners to perform collaborative and interactive writing tasks in a responsible and mutually beneficial way. It affords unparalleled opportunities for the learners to continue their journey of writing learning beyond the physical boundaries of time and space. Also it is likely to lead to a pedagogical transformation of the teaching and learning of L2 writing. The findings of this study can offer both theoretical and practical implications.
Theoretically, this study contributes to future understanding of the role of noticing in L2 acquisition. Noticing is an important construct in L2 acquisition and plays an essential role in the acquisition of metalinguistic knowledge (Truscott, 1998) . As learners are unable to identify their own mistakes in L2 writing tasks, feedback can enable linguistic forms to be explicit and salient to the feedback recipients. As a result, they can notice and anchor what their mistakes are and have a better sense of how to improve their writing with their peers' scaffolding support. Moreover the role of noticing may not be only limited to the acquisition of metalinguistic knowledge. Just as is evidenced by the findings of this study, noticing can also give rise to learners' broader perspectives of thinking and enhanced levels of organisation in an essay, such as thesis statement, body, and conclusion as well as unity and coherence, among many other nonlinguistic elements. Thus learners are able to put themselves on the path to improved language skills after they have sufficient collaborative writing practice.
Practically, the teaching and learning of L2 writing may go beyond the traditional classroom environments. Students of the digital generation grow up in a world of technology and learn differently from the learners of the 1990s, not to mention those of older generations. They are constantly engaging themselves in technology-rich reading, writing, and critical thinking. In language education, technology needs to be integrated throughout a routine curriculum to accommodate their needs and habits of learning so as to maximize the effectiveness of target language learning. In the teaching and learning of L2 writing, a blended approach may be adopted to bring about a pedagogical paradigm shift. An optimal pedagogy of teaching L2 writing may involve a blending of teaching both in a classroom-based setting and in a technology-enhanced environment. More specifically, the classroom-based teaching may centre on the lecturing of writing basics while the technology-enhanced teaching such as blog-mediated learning of L2 writing is taken as an extension of classroom-based teaching. For example, students can be placed in groups of three or four people. The number of the group members should not exceed four people, otherwise they may feel more stressed about their workload. Then they are asked to carry out group collaborative writing projects via blogs in terms of writing essays of their own, giving feedback to peers' essays, revising essays based on peer feedback, and self-reflecting on the differences between the original draft and the final draft. In the course of the activities, the instructor may monitor and facilitate the students' collaborative process, strengthening a community of practice via feedback as well as pedagogical comments and technical support.
Conclusions
The findings of this study reveal that blog-mediated peer feedback can give rise to an enhanced L2 writing experience. It enables L2 learners to be more motivated and collaborative in the process of completing writing tasks. In addition, it enhances learner satisfaction with the effectiveness of a writing course. These findings are in line with those of the studies conducted by Hsu & Wang (2010) , Lee (2010) , Sun (2009) as well as Freeman & Brett (2012) and Godwin-Jones (2003) , highlighting the role of peer feedback in facilitating L2 acquisition. The findings also demonstrate that the effectiveness of integrating this socially popular technology into the L2 writing curriculum is dependent upon two major factors. One is that a pedagogical paradigm shift should be made from classroom-based lecturing to a blended approach to the teaching of L2 writing; the other is that pedagogical challenges need to be addressed. The study concludes that group collaborative writing via blogging can not only encourage collaboration and self-reflection but also engage learners in noticing and peer co-construction of knowledge.
In anchoring the findings of this study in the larger literature, its limitations must be acknowledged; some of which may offer opportunities for future research. First, this study is longitudinal in nature, and a dynamic, holistic view of the effect of blog-mediated peer feedback may not have been well presented. Future studies may use a mixed research methods approach and a phenomenographic perspective in order to " [enable] us to observe any changes in variables which may occur over time" (Rasinger, 2010, p. 57) . Second, the time span of the L2 writing course covered in this study is relatively short. As the time span varies, learners' perceptions of blog-mediated learning may change accordingly. Future studies may extend the time span so as to enable researchers to collect richer data sets. Such an effort will help paint a fuller picture of the role of blogging in the learning of L2 writing. Finally, the effectiveness of blog-mediated peer feedback in L2 writing needs to be addressed empirically. Although peer feedback has been identified to be positively correlated to motivation, collaboration, and course satisfaction in this study, its correlation to writing performance still remains little known. Future studies may be conducted toward an examination of how blog-mediated peer feedback has made impact on L2 learners' writing performance in a quantitative comparative research design.
